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DEPART FROM STUDY OR BE DEPORTED? EXPLORING INTERNATIONAL 
STUDENTS’ CRISIS RESPONSE TO U.S. IMMIGRATION AND CUSTOMS 




 On July 6, 2020, Immigration and Customs Enforcement Agency (ICE) announced that 
international students would face potential deportation if they took all-online courses in the fall 
while matriculated on United States university campuses. Through the lens of Media System 
Dependency Theory and Social Identity Theory, this study examined the crisis responses of 
international students between July 6-July 14, 2020, on an emerging social media app- TikTok.  
Despite TikTok’s extensive use and thriving presence as a platform for social and political 
conversations, there are only a few studies on TikTok. Adopting the multimodal method of 
Critical Techno-Cultural Discourse Analysis (CTDA), the researcher analyzed twenty-one 
TikTok videos made by international students to study interface features, practices, and 
discourses present in the platform. The findings indicated that hashtags, green-screen effect, 
first-person camera view and share feature on TikTok facilitated the articulation of crisis 
responses of international students. Similarly, the discourse themes of humor, fear of 
displacement, contribution reminders, and call to action helped to understand how international 
students articulated their fears and concerns about the ICE announcement. Addressing the gap in 
TikTok literature, this study elucidated the connection between marginalized groups and their 
social media use at the time of crisis. This study paves a path for researchers in and beyond 
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This thesis is divided into five chapters. Chapter 2 includes the literature review and the 
theoretical framework of the study. This section discusses some of the existing literature on 
international students, social media, media system dependency theory, social identity theory, 
essential facts about the coronavirus pandemic, the ICE (Immigration and Customs 
Reinforcement Agency) announcement, and its relation to the study. Chapter 3 focuses on 
Critical Techno-cultural Discourse Analysis (CTDA), why this method was adopted for this 
study and the data collection process. Chapter 4 explains the findings, provides insights through 
discussion and provides suggestions for future research.  Finally, Chapter 5 offers conclusions to 
understand the overall scope of the entire project.  
Overviews and Rationales 
 Background. The coronavirus that started in Wuhan, China, has infected and killed 
millions of people worldwide (Taylor, 2020; Koh et al., 2021). On January 21, 2020, the United 
States of America announced its first coronavirus case (Taylor, 2020). Schools, offices, and 
businesses started shutting down in March of 2020. Students (including international students) 
studying in the U.S. had to complete their spring semester online. On July 6, ICE (Immigration 
and Customs Enforcement Agency) announced that international students might need to leave 
the U.S. if their universities transitioned to online-only learning. They announced that the U.S. 
Department of State would not issue visas to students enrolled in schools or programs that are 
entirely online for the fall semester, nor would Customs and Border Protection permit these 
students to enter the United States. When that announcement came, students enrolled in online-
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only universities had two options: either leaving the country or transferring to a university that 
offers face-to-face or hybrid classes in the fall (U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement, 
2020). Due to travel restrictions imposed by many countries, there was no way they could have 
gone back to their home countries when the spreading of coronavirus was at its peak during the 
summer of 2020. With a couple of months left to start school, it was practically impossible for 
many students to transfer to a new school to maintain their student status. 
 International students make up 5.5 percent of the total United States higher education 
population. The total number of international students was 1,095,299, according to the 2019 
Open Doors Report on International Educational Exchange (Institute of International Education 
IIE,2019).  These students face immense challenges when they study in a foreign country. One of 
the biggest challenges they face is adapting to the new social and cultural environment as they 
undergo college experience in a different country. New cultures, language challenges, and lack 
of existing social relations in the host country might aggravate academic and social challenges 
that already face American students (Sherry et al., 2009). International students undergo a 
prolonged period of cross-cultural transition from their home country’s familiar culture to a new 
and unknown host country’s culture. Many international students face obstacles such as 
financing education, balancing work/study schedules, finding the self-discipline to persist, 
personal barriers, and many other obstacles that can make attending college a difficult task (Bista 
& Foster, 2011).  
 During the quarantine, isolation and social distancing rules caused almost the entire U.S. 
population to stay home. As a result, people started using social media platforms more than ever 
before. Social media platforms like Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, Snapchat, and TikTok saw a 
massive increase in their followers and site usage. (Koeze &Popper, 2020; Levine,2020). 
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International students were no exception to this trend. When ICE made the above 
announcements, many international students used social media platforms to express their 
concerns related to the announcement. Although ICE rescinded the above policy on July 14, 
2020 (U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement, 2020), this announcement caused a lot of 
anxiety and uncertainty for international students living in the United States (Beckstein, 2020).   
Rationale and significance of research. This study explores international students’ 
crisis responses on an emerging social media platform-TikTok. TikTok is a video-based social 
media platform, and it became extremely popular during the first few months of the quarantine 
period. TikTok saw over two billion downloads in the first quarter of 2020, being the most 
downloaded app in the world (Brown & Chmielewski, 2020). TikTok is “the most rapidly 
growing app with about 300 million users whose reach will only increase in the future” (Long, 
2020). Although people initially perceived TikTok as primarily a dance and entertainment app, it 
is increasingly being used to raise awareness about social issues (Ali, 2019; Monga, 2020; 
Lorenz, 2020; APB+ News, 2020). TikTok became a tool for youth activism and racial justice 
movement during the Black Lives Matter movement. It became a space where young people 
talked about suppression, police brutality, racism and criminal justice reform (Lorenz, 2020; 
Allyn, 2020; Richardson, 2020). Political activism also became popular on the app. TikTok made 
headlines when it played a part in decreasing supporter’s attendance for former President 
Trump’s campaign rally in Tulsa (APB+ News, 2020). Millions of young viewers turned to 
TikTok during the election campaign and election night of 2020 to be politically informed and 
express their political views and anxieties (Lorenz, 2020). Girls from Bahujan communities in 
India used TikTok for the creation and proliferation of anti-caste activism (Subramanian, 2021). 
TikTok is also rapidly becoming a platform where creators and viewers can freely talk about 
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various issues like “insecurities, loneliness and depression, relationship abuse, sexuality” (Ao & 
Silverman, 2020).  Not surprisingly, TikTok was extensively used in 2020 to distribute 
information about coronavirus and other public health messages (Sidorenko-Bautista et al. 2020; 
Basch et al., 2020).  
 Even after former President, Donald Trump tried to ban it in the United States due to 
national security and data privacy concerns, TikTok is still rising in the American youth 
landscape and is a mainstay in internet culture (Leskin, 2020; Gertz, 2020). The rapid 
popularization and extensive use of TikTok have led to an increased presence of TikTok videos 
in mainstream media such as television.  According to a study about the intersections of TikTok 
and TV, researchers identified 133 profiles of official television channels and programs on 
TikTok (Vázquez-Herrero et al., 2021). In addition, national news media CNN featured TikTok 
videos of international students in their news coverage of the ICE announcement of July 6 (Iyer, 
2020). TikTok’s thriving presence as a platform for social and political conversations presents a 
vast scope for research in industry and academia. However, despite its latest popularity and 
tremendous use among adolescents, there is minimal research emphasizing TikTok. This study 
addresses the gap in the literature by analyzing the TikTok interface and the role it plays in 
facilitating the self-expression of international students.  
Through this project, the researcher analyzed international students’ TikTok videos 
regarding the ICE announcement from July 6 to July 14, 2020. The researcher chose this 
particular period because ICE announced the policy on July 6 and rescinded the policy on July 
14, 2020. Many international students shared their reactions and opinions about the ICE 
announcement on this platform. Moreover, they depended on the TikTok platform to express 
their fears and concerns as international students.  This project evaluates international students’ 
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videos on TikTok from July 6 to July 14, 2020, through the lens of Media System Dependency 
Theory and Social Identity Theory using a novel method called Critical Techno Cultural 
Discourse Analysis (CTDA).  It is a multimodal technique developed by Andre Brock (2018), 
and its goal is to analyze digital practices, artifacts, and cultural ideology. This approach clarifies 
how users operate in digital spaces, how platform/interface capabilities help them and what 
cultural ideologies emerge from these spaces. The interconnection of technology, technology 
practices, and cultural ideologies and how they relate to the theories brought a multi-layered 
understanding of how international students used TikTok to express their concerns and fears 
regarding the ICE announcement of July 6. It also made it easier to understand how TikTok 
facilitated the discussion of the impact of the ICE announcement and articulation of international 
students’ problems and their social identities online. The overall findings showed that 
affordances of TikTok, such as hashtags, green screen effect, first-person camera view, and 
sharing capabilities, allowed international students to articulate fears and concerns at the time of 
crisis. All these technology features gave birth to user interactions which are archived, audio-
visual, immersive and engaged in nature. Similarly, international students articulated their fears 
and concerns regarding the ICE announcement of July 6 by discussing themes of humor and 
sarcasm, fear of displacement, contribution reminders and call for action in their TikTok videos 
created between July 6 and July 14, 2020.  
The findings of this study offer implications for providing relevant social, academic, and 
professional resources to international students in the United States--- a group that has 
significantly grown in numbers and is still understudied. This study helps higher education 
school officials, policymakers, and administrators better identify international students' problems 
and the role social media can play to mitigate them. This understanding can help them create, 
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modify and distribute content, events, and resources that suit international students’ needs, 
ultimately helping international students better adjust to universities in a foreign country and 
improve their quality of life. Studying how the affordances of TikTok like hashtags and first-
person camera view provides voice and ways of expression for diverse communities also furthers 
social media study in general. How social media gave a sense of voice and agency to a 
marginalized population and helps them to cope with a personal and educational crisis also shed 
light on the extraordinary impact of video-based social media in the modern world.  This study 
has several implications beyond academia. It could also help social sectors better understand how 
understudied/ international communities use emerging social media platforms to fulfill various 
needs at the time of political and public health crises.  
Goal and Research Questions 
This study’s primary goals were to examine international students’ dependency on social 
media (TikTok) at the time of crisis and its role in facilitating that dependency. In addition, this 
project studied how international students used this platform to articulate their problems and 
social identities online. Through the overarching lens of Media System Dependency Theory, this 
exploratory study examined how “an individual’s or the society’s level of dependency is a 
function of the degree of change and conflict present in a society” (Ball Rokeach & DeFleur, 
1976, p. 7).  Through the secondary framework of social identity theory, this project examined 
how international students’ social media dependency helped them give voice to their social 
identities.  
RQ1: In what ways did international students depend upon TikTok to articulate their fears and 
concerns as members of a vulnerable population or out-group in the wake of the ICE 
announcement of July 6? 
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RQ2: How do the TikTok platform and its features enable international students to articulate 
fears and concerns as members of an out-group at the time of crisis in the United States? 
Therefore, the overall purpose of this study was to develop a holistic understanding of how 
marginalized groups like international students use emerging social media platforms like TikTok 
at the time of crisis. The other goal was to be aware of how the platform features facilitate that 
process by analyzing the connection of both culture and technology in these unique spaces and 
























Coronavirus pandemic and ICE announcement 
Before understanding the core concepts and theoretical framework of this project, it is 
essential to understand the background and environment that led to creating this project in the 
first place. 
 Coronavirus pandemic and international students. The coronavirus pandemic, which 
started in Wuhan, China, in January 2020 (Taylor, 2020), has brought the whole world to a 
standstill. United States reported its first COVID-19 death on February 29, 2020. President 
Trump declared a national emergency on March 13, 2020. Since then, coronavirus has infected 
millions of people in the United States (Taylor, 2020). In response to the coronavirus disease, 
107 countries implemented national school closures by March 18, 2020 (Viner et al., 2020). 
Social distancing, self-isolation, lockdown, travel restrictions, and stay-at-home orders became 
the new normal for all people living in America, including students. COVID-19 transformed the 
educational landscape of the U.S. and posed distinctive challenges, including international 
students.  
After the universities shut down and classes became entirely online, many international 
students could not go back to their home country due to travel restrictions. Many of them did not 
have any accommodation besides college housing. (Sahu, 2020; Cheng, 2020). Visa restrictions 
prevented international students from working outside campus, which added financial burden at 
the time of crisis (Dickerson, 2020). The pandemic created a heightened sense of isolation for 
international students because they were far from their homes and family members. Mental 
health issues might also be present in them during the crisis (Beckstein, 2020; Cheng, 2020). In 
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this way, lack of accommodation, transportation, jobs, robust support system, and lack of 
advocating body in universities added double stress to the international student population on top 
of the already existing chronic stress of the coronavirus pandemic. International students became 
one of the most vulnerable groups during the pandemic (Firang, 2020).  
 ICE announcement. The official website of the Department of Homeland Security sent 
out a press release on July 6, 2020, which mentioned that: 
Nonimmigrant F-1 and M-1 students attending schools operating entirely online 
may not take a full online course load and remain in the United States. The U.S. 
Department of State will not issue visas to students enrolled in schools and/or 
programs that are fully online for the fall semester nor will U.S. Customs and Border 
Protection permit these students to enter the United States. Active students currently in 
the United States enrolled in such programs must depart the country or take other 
measures, such as transferring to a school with in-person instruction to remain in 
lawful status. If not, they may face immigration consequences, including, but not 
limited to, the initiation of removal proceedings (U.S. Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement Agency, 2020). 
 
Universities and international students saw this directive by Trump Administration as an 
attempt to put pressure on universities to reopen colleges in the fall and prevent international 
students from maintaining their valid student visas (Jordan et al.,2020). The confusion and 
uncertainty caused by this directive forced students and universities to re-assess their fall school 
plans amidst the presence of the coronavirus pandemic. This policy immediately faced much 
backlash from universities and international student community. On July 8th, two days after ICE 
made the announcement, Harvard University and Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) 
filed a lawsuit against the Trump Administration, saying it was unlawful and should be reversed 
(Chin, 2020; Treisman, 2020; Barros, 2020). On July 14, 2020, the Department of Homeland 
Security (DHS) and ICE decided to rescind the policy. Although the policy remained in effect for 
a week, the fear of uncertainty and unexpected deportation remain in the minds of international 
students (Chin, 2020). 
10 
 
Social media and International Students. Social media is a group of Internet-based 
applications that build on the ideological and technological foundations of Web 2.0 and that 
allow the creation and exchange of user-generated content (Kaplan & Hanelein, 2010).  The most 
popular social networking sites are Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, Snapchat, and WhatsApp. 
These platforms help the user create personal accounts, sustain established relationships, develop 
new relationships, and post individualized content, including text and multimedia. In addition, 
social media-facilitated relationships can help people adapt to new environments and deal with 
complex problems, especially when they reach a new environment, culture, or country (Lin et al., 
2012). Therefore, international students are likely to use or adopt social media as the primary 
channel of communication to share their problems. Social media have become such an integral 
part of our lives that there is an increased interest in researchers to study the effects of social 
media on the social capital and wellbeing of the people.  
 Researcher danah boyd talks about the concept of social network sites as networked 
publics. The technology itself offers separate utilities that design how people participate in online 
environments (Boyd, 2011). She says it is a space that facilitates the converging of people, 
technology, and practice. Social networking sites provide distinct affordances that create an 
atmosphere for individuals to interact and assemble for social, cultural, and civic purposes 
(Boyd, 2011). Because of affordances like membership, personal expression, and connection, 
social network sites act as virtual communities for people (Parks, 2011). Social network sites 
help connect and draw strangers who have a common language, race, ethnicity, religion, and 
other identities (Boyd and Ellison, 2007). Boyd and Ellison defined social network sites as “web-
based services that allow individuals to articulate a list of other users with whom they share a 
connection” (Boyd & Ellison, 2007, para 5).  Internet-based research has been recommended as a 
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useful tool for studying international students. (Sherry, Thomas, & Chui, 2009). Social media use 
has important implications for international students in personal and educational contexts 
(Sleeman, Lang, & Lemon, 2016).  Studies have shown that international students who use social 
networking sites reported less acculturation stress and experienced more social support from 
their host country (Li, Lin & Peng, 2019). 
Introduction to TikTok 
TikTok is the most exciting and controversial social media app on the planet (Jennings & 
Ghaffary, 2019). TikTok is a mobile app that allows users to create and share short videos that 
span from 15 to 60 seconds. Users can use background music, lip-syncing templates, or use their 
audio to communicate to online audiences. It is one of the most popular and talked-about videos-
based social media app of recent times. In September 2016, a Chinese company named 
ByteDance introduced a lip-synching video creation app called Douyin and later launched 
TikTok for users of other countries. ByteDance purchased Musical.ly for $1 billion in November 
2017 and merged it with TikTok in 2018 (Anderson 2020). Meanwhile, in China, Douyin 
remains alive and complies with the Communist party’s content restrictions (Rodriguez, 2020). 
TikTok has become one of the most downloaded non-gaming apps in the world, just behind 
WhatsApp and Facebook Messenger in 2019. This app generated more than 738 million 
downloads in 2019, up 13 percent from 655 million first-time installs in 2018 (Clement, 2020). 
Young Americans spend about 80 minutes per day using TikTok (Long, 2020). It is a creative 
app mostly known for short-form amateur videos of dance, skits, comedy, musical performances, 
and self-expression (Long, 2020; Shutsko,2020).  
Unlike other social media apps like Facebook, Twitter and Instagram, the algorithm 
drives TikTok, which determines the default video feed called the “For you” page. TikTok 
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presents one video at a time on screen, and the user needs to swipe up for the next video, which 
goes on continuously in a loop (Anderson, 2020).  This pattern repeats on loop until the user 
stops. Each swipe takes the viewer to different content in a straightforward way. The user does 
not know what video will appear next. Therefore, this creates mystery, makes people excited, 
and that is what makes it unique and spontaneous than other apps. This structure of new, 
emerging movement and cultural sensibility is called metamodernism (Weil, 2019). 
In other mobile apps like Facebook, Instagram and Twitter, users choose the content they 
want to see and filter out their preferences manually. In the case of TikTok, Artificial 
Intelligence (AI) technology is used to showcase content based on user behavior (Yu, 2019). 
TikTok preselects the videos that are presented to the user based on the videos the users have 
liked, shared, searched and commented on. In video apps like YouTube, Snapchat and Instagram, 
the users need to click on the video they want to watch. TikTok spoon-feds the video to viewers 
based on the algorithm. Users do not need to search or think about whom to watch. For example, 
one user might see mostly dance videos while the other might see mostly cooking videos.  
According to Tolentino (2019), TikTok is a “social network that has nothing to do with 
one’s social network,” which means anyone can follow anyone and the customized videos of the 
people that users follow appear on the “Following” feed. The author also says it is an “enormous 
meme factory, compressing the world into pellets of virality and dispensing those pellets until 
you get full or fall asleep” (Tolentino, 2019). Like Instagram and Twitter, TikTok also features 
hashtags that allow users to search for sounds, videos and other users easily. Studies have shown 
that people mostly use TikTok for sharing creativity, archiving, self-expression, social 
interaction, and escapism (Shutsko, 2020; Omar & Dequan, 2020). In addition, TikTok’s 
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“decentralization” element allows users to create short videos, anytime, anywhere, and express 
themselves effectively (Zuo &Wang, 2019). 
What makes it so different from other apps is the one-of-a-kind immersive user-centered 
interaction design, requiring minimum effort from the user. The TikTok interface design adopts a 
“Don’t make me think” methodology (Yu, 2019), which requires a less cognitive task on the part 
of the user. TikTok caters to millennials’ tech-dependent nature by providing features of audio, 
video and editing apps all in the same interface. The main purpose of TikTok is to facilitate the 
recording of fun videos for users without audiovisual training (Rodriguez, 2020). Similarly, the 
straightforward minimalistic design and spontaneous nature of TikTok is what is sweeping the 
American youth. In this way, TikTok is rewriting the rules of entertainment and mobile app 
design by adopting the algorithm technology to make short video-based platforms more 
straightforward, interactive, and spontaneous for the upcoming generations. 
Media System Dependency Theory 
One of the earlier theories that focused on studying media and audiences in broader social 
systems is the Media System Dependency theory. Mass media affects individuals because they 
rely on media to achieve their everyday goals.  Audience dependency on media emerges from the 
tripartite relationship of the audience, media and societal systems (Rubin &Windahl, 1986; Ball-
Rokeach &DeFleur, 1976). 
 According to Ball-Rokeach and DeFleur (1976), dependency is characterized as a 
relationship in which one party's fulfillment of needs or achievement of objectives is dependent 
on another party's resources. There are various ways in which people rely on the media to fulfill 
the need for information. One type of dependence, for example, is based on the desire to grasp 
one's environment. Another type of dependence comes from the need to behave in that world 
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meaningfully and efficiently. The third type is based on the need for fantasy escape from daily 
problems. The greater the need, the greater the possibility that the information given can modify 
the audience’s multiple cognitions, emotions and actions. One situation under which dependency 
intensifies is a comparatively high degree of change and conflict in a society. 
 People’s dependence on media escalates when there is a sudden unexpected change in 
society (Ball-Rokeach & DeFleur, 1976).  In a modern complex society like the United States, 
media has close ties with the economy and politics and is considered one of the primary 
information sources for most people.  Media facilitates people’s understanding of their social 
environment and themselves. This implies that American media fulfills more personal goals of 
audiences than countries like Russia and Israel, thus playing a central role in individuals’ lives. 
People’s dependency on media increases as the level of change increases (Ball-Rokeach, 1985; 
Ball-Rokeach & DeFleur, 1976). When the news of change or conflict breaks through media, it 
creates discomfort and ambiguity. Depending on the news, ambiguity can pose potential 
psychological, economic, and physical threats to people’s well-being.  Then, individuals will 
intensify their media use to seek information that helps to overcome that ambiguity (Ball-
Rokeach, 1985; Ball-Rokeach & DeFleur, 1976). 
There are two different perspectives of Media System Dependency theory- macrolevel 
and microlevel. The micro component of Media System Dependency Theory is IMD (Individual 
Media Dependency) which shows how individuals use media to satisfy human goals. According 
to IMD, there are three motivational goals of using media: understanding, orientation and play. 
Understanding focuses on the need for individuals to understand themselves and the world 
around them. Orientation is the need of individuals to direct personal actions effectively and 
interact successfully with others. Finally, play is the need to learn norms, roles, and values, and 
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reflects in activities such as sport, dance and celebration (Ball-Rokeach, Rokeach & Grube, 
1984; Grant & Ball Rokeach, 1989).  
Each of these three motivations is further divided into two categories, each based on the 
self-versus-social focus. Self-understanding is the process of interpreting one’s own beliefs, 
behaviors and self-concept. Social understanding is comprehension of the other people, their 
cultures and the world. Action orientation is the guide to knowing behaviors like eating, dressing 
and voting. Interaction orientation is knowing how to behave appropriately with friends, family 
and even strangers. Solitary play is using media alone for relaxation, and social play is using 
media with others for entertainment. The type and intensity of dependency vary by medium and 
the audience (Ball-Rokeach, Rokeach & Grube, 1984; Grant & Ball Rokeach, 1989).  
Over time, the definition of media changed in the world. The world wide web was 
invented in 1989 by Tim Berners-Lee (Caenrigh, 2017). The discovery of the Internet no longer 
confined media to radio and television. The Internet became an important source of information 
and entertainment, expanding the media system and the motivations that individuals had towards 
media. People increasingly became dependent on media to get in-depth information about health, 
science and business (Riffe et al, 2008). Researchers claimed that media motives lead to 
cognitive and affective involvement leading to Internet dependency (Sun et al). Several studies 
look at the impact of Internet dependency on shopping and consumer purchase intention (Mafe & 
Blas, 2006). The favorability of everyday people to use the Internet led to the innovation and 
increased use of digital media platforms (Caerigh,2017). Academic researchers have extended 
the concept of dependency to digital media dependency research (Bahk et al, 2010). In this way, 
as media and communication evolved, media dependency gave rise to Internet dependency, and 
Internet dependency gave rise to social media dependency. 
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 Social Media Dependency. The development of smartphones and communication 
technology has brought significant growth in social media usage among people of all ages (Wang 
et al., 2015). Media System Dependency Theory is an active audience theory where users are 
active players who use media to achieve different purposes and motives. This theory suits the 
current social media landscape in which users have the ability to produce, share and curate 
different types of content. (Kim & Jung, 2017). Social media is as important as traditional media 
these days (Charleston, 2017). Social media is the widely preferred means of communication and 
news source among young adults like university students (Ha et al., 2013). Analysis has found 
that social media allow students to portray themselves differently and be less reserved (Mahmud 
et al., 2018). Gratifications sought from traditional media like information seeking, 
communication, and solitary play also explains young people’s intent to use mobile social media 
(Li et al., 2019).  
Kim and Jung (2017) and Lee & Choi (2018) have made efforts in recent studies to 
conceptualize social media dependency employing the goals proposed by the original Media 
System Dependency theory. The framework of social media dependency has also been used to 
study various types of phenomena such as online support behavior for LGBTQIA communities, 
community engagement in urban neighborhoods, emergency management, mobile social media 
use intention, Australian juror’s use of social media in criminal trials, and rumor communication 
(Han et al., 2019; Kim et al., 2019; Li et., al, 2019; Braun, 2017; Lee & Choi, 2018). Social 
media dependency of LGBT online community results in greater enactment of online support 
seeking and offering activities (Han et al., 2019). It shows that marginalized populations (like 
international students) are likely to use social media during a crisis to offer and seek support 
from people who belong to the same group and share the same identity. Social media use is 
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increasingly popular in the LGBT community, and use it for interacting and managing their 
online community (Owens, 2017). This shows that social media is a suitable platform for offline 
and online communities to interact with each other and is therefore suitable for studying 
international student community interactions.  
TikTok Dependency during Coronavirus pandemic. The coronavirus shutdowns 
around the nation kept most people at home, allowing them more time to be online and on social 
media (Koeze & Popper, 2020). The content of TikTok is short, enjoyable, and relatable, which 
made it a popular choice for lockdown viewing (Preskey, 2020). Through its viral dance/fitness 
challenges, light-hearted comedies, memes, and insightful social messages like virus 
information, TikTok managed to engage, uplift and win over crowds during lockdown (Jeffries, 
2020). As a result, TikTok saw record growth during quarantine, drawing everyone from 
adolescents to senior citizens despite being surrounded by data collection, censorship, and child 
protection controversies (Levine, 2020). TikTok was downloaded 315 million times across 
Apple and Android phones in the first quarter of 2020, the most quarterly installs for an app ever. 
Forty percent of its users are between 16 and 24 (Brown & Chmielewski, 2020). This statistic 
shows that TikTok is extremely popular among college-going young adults.  
Social Identity Theory 
Henry Tajfel and John Turner in 1979 introduced the concept of social identity to explain 
the dynamics of intergroup behavior. Researchers initially believed social identity theory to be an 
integrative theory of intergroup conflict and relations to understand the in-group/out-group 
concept that people consider themselves to be a part of (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Social identity 
theory says that the part of one’s self-concept is based on the knowledge of membership in social 
groups. Individuals make comparisons between in-groups and out-groups, which impact their 
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social identity (Tajfel & Turner,1986). Regardless of large or small, social groups provide their 
members with a shared identity that influences what they believe and how they should behave. 
(Hogg, 2016).  
The theory posits that people changed their behavior in a group that varies along a 
continuum between interpersonal behavior and intergroup behavior. Interpersonal behavior is 
guided by the individual characteristics and interpersonal relationships between two people, 
whereas intergroup behavior is determined by the characteristics of the group exclusively. (Tajfel 
& Turner, 1986). The theory also states that people categorize other people to identify and 
understand them. When people categorize themselves, they view themselves in terms of the 
defining attributes of the in-group (Hogg, 2016). This social categorization leads to in-group bias 
and might trigger intergroup discrimination (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). When people categorize 
themselves as a part of a social group, they define themselves as being similar to or different 
from members of other groups and usually strive to achieve or maintain positive social identity. 
This tendency to portray themselves positively through in-group/out-group comparisons makes 
their group distinctive from other groups (Tajfel & Turner, 1986).  
Social identity theory has three main components: social categorization, social 
identification, and social comparison.  In the early literature of this theory, researchers identified 
three distinct behaviors to show how individuals establish their self-concept based on their 
membership in social groups. People who think that they belong to a specific group create the 
perception of two distinct groups- in-group and out-group. According to the theory, people favor 
the in-group and tend to discriminate against the out-group. In other words, they are self-
categorizing themselves by showing group affiliation. This is the prominent behavior that helps 
to operationalize the theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Tajfel & Turner, 1986). People are 
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motivated by the need to present themselves as positively distinct and to maintain a positive 
social identity. It is referred to as the underlying reason to engage in categorization, 
identification, and comparison (Turner & Reynolds, 2010). In addition to presenting clearly 
defined entities and references to group membership, when individuals self-categorize 
themselves, they assign a prototype to themselves and the out-group, they tend to engage in 
stereotyping (Hogg, 2016). Due to common attributes, they see themselves as being similar to 
members of their in-group than other groups (Tajfel, 1969). 
The basic idea behind social identification is that the “individuals define themselves and 
are defined by others as members of a group” (Tajfel and Turner, 1986, pp.15). The attributes 
and characteristics of the group become a part of their identity and self-image.  These 
identifications are comparative and relational. They see in what ways they are similar and/or 
different than the other group. They tend to become emotionally involved in an activity and 
circumstance as a group. Similarly, social comparison involves weighing the differences in 
comparison to the out-group based on attributes and characteristics. The early literature on social 
comparison mainly focuses on the negative comparisons, which leads to discriminatory behavior 
towards the out-group (Tajfel & Turner, 1979,1986). Social comparison (making in-group/out-
group comparisons) is the effect as well as the cause of categorization and identification. These 
processes are not rigid and established. They are context-dependent and vary according to time 
(Turner & Reynolds, 2010). The researcher and the reader need to understand that these three 
behaviors are not mutually exclusive from one another. The interdependency of categorization, 
identification, and comparison provides a full explanation of social identity theory.   
The above concepts fit with the specific needs of the group of international students.  
International students who choose to study abroad undergo a change in their self-identity. When 
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students who grew up in one culture relocate to another country of a different culture, they face 
change and challenge both in identity and self-image (Osborne, 2012). After leaving familiar 
surroundings and support in the home country, international students try to assimilate into the 
new culture, thereby discovering the change in social identity in everyday life. This change in 
aspects of social identity brought by being an international student becomes often more 
pronounced at the time of crisis. That is when a marginalized group like international students 
communicate and confirm their identity by posting individualized content posted on social media 
platforms like TikTok. Through their confessions and sharing of experiences, international 
students have depended on social networks extensively in the past to reveal aspects of their 
unique social identity (Gomes et al., 2014).  Therefore, the researcher chose social identity 
theory to answer how international students exploit social media dependency to articulate their 
social identities on TikTok.  
TikTok and social identity. People create and share their unique profiles and 
personalized content through social media. Many studies have tried to study the social identity of 
various marginalized groups on social media platforms, but these studies have focused on 
Twitter. A study about college students’ social media use showed that those who often use social 
media for college sports are more likely to develop group identity as well as collective self-
esteem (Kim & Kim, 2019). Researchers used a qualitative study of queer in-group members’ 
posts after the Orlando shooting to understand how members of the queer community 
linguistically responded to the threat to their social identity (Jenkins, Zaher, Tikkanen & Ford, 
2019). Similarly, researchers have also explored the role of hip-hop celebrities in constructing 
racial identity (Harlow & Benbrook, 2019). TikTok has changed popular culture by providing an 
accessible and creative space for digital identity development (Rodriguez, 2020). It empowers 
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every user to produce content independently to meet the needs of self-presentation and self-
expression. Therefore, TikTok is a suitable platform to form self-identity and group identity. The 
fast interaction system and a unique discourse system of interaction strengthen the creation of 
group identity on TikTok (Zuo &Wang, 2019). Moreover, TikTok encourages teenagers and 
young adults to explore and conduct online identity complexities while attracting audiences 
through participatory culture (Smith, 2020). When it comes to TikTok, none of the few published 
articles have addressed social identity. This study is the first of its kind to explore the articulation 
of social identity on TikTok. 
Research Questions 
The researcher used the interconnected concepts of social media dependency and social 
identity theory to answer the following research questions: 
RQ1: In what ways did international students depend on TikTok to articulate their fears and 
concerns as members of a vulnerable population or out-group in the wake of the ICE 
announcement of July 6? 
RQ2: How do the TikTok platform and its features enable international students to articulate 
fears and concerns as members of an out-group in the United States at the time of crisis? 
These questions seek to understand how marginalized groups like international students 
use emerging social media platforms like TikTok at the time of crisis and how it facilitates media 
dependency and articulation of social identity. The researcher was able to analyze the connection 
of both culture and technology in these unique spaces and how it relates to Media System 










Theoretical Framework of the Method 
The researcher chose qualitative analysis as the method for this study to examine 
how international students articulate their fears and concerns in response to an unexpected crisis. 
The answer to the above query required an in-depth understanding of the nuances of international 
students’ TikTok videos and the context in which they are based. Media content is no longer 
seen as objective. It is a text that requires in-depth reading; cultural studies scholars claim 
that every cultural practice and product can be analyzed as text (Elfriede, 2009).   
Critical techno cultural discourse analysis (CTDA), a multi-modal technique proposed by 
Andre Brock, was used in this study to examine various features of TikTok as a platform. First, it 
is crucial to understand the types of analysis that come under CTDA. Critical analysis is a 
detailed examination and evaluation of a text. Discourse Analysis is the examination of the social 
context to understand the meaning of the text.  The aspect which makes CTDA unique from 
other methods is the “Techno-Cultural” part.  CTDA assumes that culture and technology are 
intermixed concepts. Our shared practices and ways of doing things (in other words, culture) 
give meaning and shape to technology. How we use that technology and the culture it creates 
give rise to new technology (Graf, 2017). On the other hand, technology creates the fabric of our 
culture. The Internet, smartphone and social media technology have created a distinctive online 
and digital culture. There are several ways technology alters the individual and collective 
behavior of human beings (Gilkey, 2015).  People’s need for interaction and connectivity gave 
rise to social media platforms. Through its distinct interface, design, content, mechanism, and 
functions, each social media offers a unique communication environment on its own. The 
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technological features of the computer-mediated communication system may shape the digitally 
mediated discourse on these platforms (Herring, 2004).  
  Social media platforms like TikTok have unique communication environments that are 
entirely different from other social media platforms like Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, etc. This 
unique feature of social networking sites required separate analysis of the information 
technology material and the visual design itself, which is lacking in just critical discourse 
analyses. Since CTDA provides a holistic analysis of the interactions of technology, technology 
practice and cultural ideology (Brock, 2016), it was a suitable method to study social media 
interactions on platforms like TikTok. In addition to understanding the crisis response discourse 
of international students, deciphering technology’s social and cultural meaning was equally 
necessary to know what characteristics/features of TikTok allowed international students to 
articulate their concerns online.  That was only possible by adopting a multi-modal technique 
like CTDA, which incorporates both discourse analysis and interface analysis.  
Although CTDA is a novel method in academia, researchers have applied this method to 
study the use of various social media platforms by different communities in the world. One of 
the prominent applications of CTDA was analyzing African American Twitter usage and how 
the African American community used Twitter’s interface to explore critical techno-cultural 
digital practices (Brock, 2012). Researchers have also used CTDA to study the online identity 
and racial authenticity of the African American community on Twitter (Maragh, 2017). It has 
been applied in studies that examine how Instagram use by Black travel influencers challenge 
racialized place myths and erroneous beliefs about Black travel (Arthur, 2020). Besides its most 
used platform Twitter, CTDA was also used to research digital sexploitation in YouTube (Gaunt, 
2018) and intersectional discourse on a Tumblr page - “Fat people of color” (Williams, 2017).  In 
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this study, the international student community is a population that perceived a sense of online 
community in TikTok to communicate the concerns that affect the group by using relevant 
hashtags. Thus, looking at the previous applications, CTDA was the most appropriate method to 
examine online communities that share common identity and experiences.  
Explanation of the method 
Interface analysis was the first step in the process. Interface analysis is examining the 
formatting qualities of information technology. It incorporates analysis of everything from 
symbols, algorithms, practices to screen, app, multimedia, and graphic capabilities that define the 
physical design of the technology (Brock, 2016). Symbols include logo, icons that represent 
different functions in TikTok. An algorithm is a set of mathematical rules that specifies how data 
behaves. They help to maintain order and mainly search results. Examples of social media 
practices include sharing, commenting, and liking. Multimedia capabilities enable users to 
display data in various formats like text, images, audio, video, and animation. Graphic 
capabilities allow users to make different photographs, diagrams, designs and patterns. Humans 
interact with information communication technologies through these interface features. CTDA is 
interested in interface and its symbolic meaning. The TikTok interface is rich in layout and 
design elements that CTDA gave unlimited scope for interface analysis. CTDA provided the 
opportunity to study the affordances of TikTok in relation to the discourse and theories, which 
helped to understand not just the technical but social and cultural meaning of technology which 
is missing in the existing literature of social media.   
When it comes to TikTok, international students used TikTok features like 15-60 second 
videos, soundtracks, first-camera view, hashtags, special effects, comments, voice recorders, etc. 
to express their concerns regarding the ICE announcement. The vertical video recording screen 
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allows users to record short snappy videos 15- 60 seconds long with nothing but their mobile 
phones. Users can match the audio or their favorite soundtrack to their recording to enhance the 
dancing and lip-syncing experience on the app. In addition, users have the option to record their 
voices and add background music later. Similarly, the first-person camera view allows users to 
directly look into the camera and shoot videos in selfie mode. Like Instagram and Twitter, Users 
can use hashtags which are short words accompanied by the # sign used to find and share 
content.  
International students used hashtags like #ICE #deportation #internationalstudents in 
TikTok to represent their group and related problems. Users can double-tap the screen or tap on 
the heart icon on the lower right portion of the screen to express their likes. Clicking on the 
comment box icon below the heart icon allows users to comment on the video. Users can click 
on the effect icon on the lower left part of the recording screen, to see 100+ special effects of 
TikTok. All these affordances of TikTok increase the dependency of the users on the platform, 
making it innovative, entertaining, and extremely useful. These technology features also make 
the articulation of the social identity of international students easier on the platform. The 
interactions between the interface features and the user led to technology practices, also called 
user interactions.  
  Secondly, the researcher examined user interactions (technology practices) to see how 
technological behaviors create meaning within the platform. Understanding these user elements 
and the distinct technological environment of TikTok revealed how international students are 
connected to their online community and how they respond to the crisis surrounding them. The 
interface features of TikTok allowed international students to express their concerns about the 
ICE announcement effectively. For instance, the ease of making short-form videos and the first-
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person camera view allowed international students to immediately record their crisis response 
after the ICE announcement on July 6, 2020. Furthermore, the first-person camera view, 
soundtrack and video screen helped students to communicate their thoughts visually. For 
example, special effects like green screen video and green screen photo allowed users to attach 
video and photo in the background while still showing their face in the foreground. This feature 
allowed international students to attach any relevant document, photo, video related to ICE 
announcement providing more depth to their presentation in the video. This capability leads to 
enhanced audio-visual interactions in the platform, a form of technology practice that arises from 
greenscreen effect features.  Studying all these technology features of TikTok and the user 
interactions helped to understand how these platforms facilitate TikTok dependency and 
articulation of social identities online.  
The use of hashtags resulted in archived interactions that improved social understanding 
needs while depicting social categorization of international students. The application of the green 
screen effect resulted in audio-visual interactions that supported all three media goals- 
understanding, orientation and play. This information presented in a visually appealing way 
helped establish the social identity of students.  The use of first-person camera perspective 
resulted in immersive interaction, assisting individuals in their urgent need to connect with the 
community during a crisis. Finally, the usage of the share option resulted in extensive 
engagement and enhanced awareness of the problem among TikTok viewers. In this way, 
Interface analysis explains the link between technology and technology practice and how they 
relate to the theories.   
 Discourse analysis was the final step of the process. Under CTDA, discourse analysis 
explores the social, historical, and cultural context in the generated text.  It is about finding the 
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text’s cultural ideologies and themes (Brocks, 2016). Considering international students come 
from different backgrounds, nationalities, and worldviews, their responses and opinions of the 
ICE announcement of July 6 may be similar or different.  Discourse analysis from a critical 
techno-cultural perspective provided a comprehensive approach to understanding the nuances of 
international student’s fears and concerns regarding the ICE announcement.  Like other social 
media platforms, TikTok discourses consist of inextricable opinions of users who are consume 
the discourses and create and shape them.  Unlike in Twitter and Instagram, where discourses are 
based primarily on text and images, in TikTok, short video induced discourse provided a diverse 
range of written and visual text for discourse analysis. For this project, in addition to the text 
transcribed from the videos of international students, discourses from the captions, visuals, 
photographs, stickers, audio clips and texts within the videos were collectively analyzed as one. 
In CTDA, both interface features and technology practices facilitated how international 
students communicated their crisis response. For instance, humor was one of the cultural 
ideologies observed from discourse analysis. International students offered humorous 
suggestions to an otherwise serious situation and pointed to the absurdity of the ICE policy in a 
comical way. The humor shown in the TikTok app is very different from the humor shown in 
other social media platforms like Twitter and Instagram. International students used TikTok 
features like captions, text boxes, hashtags, stickers, soundtracks, and special effects to share 
their crisis response and articulate their identities in a visually appealing way. For example, the 
green screen interface feature (technology), which led to audio-visual interactions (technology 
practice), facilitated humor discussion in the TikTok platform. Humor signified the social play 
element of media needs outlined by Media System Dependency Theory and how the articulation 
of humor showed social categorization, social identification or social comparison processes of 
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social identity theory paints a complete picture of how international students depended on 
TikTok to articulate their fears and concerns as members of vulnerable population or out-group 
in the wake of ICE announcement of July 6.  
 
Table 1: CTDA explanation: The form and function of TikTok facilitate the ways in which 



















(both interface and practice influence the 
possible cultural ideologies that emerge 
from themes within the Media System 
Dependency theory and Social Identity 
Theory) 
15-60 second videos Video editing  Understanding of crisis 
Hashtags Sharing, liking, 
commenting 





Call for action, escape from reality 
Soundtracks Uploading 
photos 
Fear of deportation 
Green screen video, 
green screen photo 
Interactivity by 
special effects 
Humor and Sarcasm 
Text in video Self-
categorization 
Uncertainty 
Video screen    
Special effects   
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Table 2: CTDA explanation: How the interconnection of technology, technology practices 
and cultural ideology relate to the theories and lead to the research question. 
 
 
In this way, the interconnection of technology, technology practice and cultural 
ideologies, and how they relate to a greater understanding of Media System Dependency Theory 
and Social Identity Theory were examined to understand the ways in which international 
students employed TikTok to articulate their fears and concerns as vulnerable out-group in the 
wake of ICE announcement of July 6.  
Data Collection Procedures 
Pretest. The researcher conducted the initial test for this study using the hashtag 
#internationalstudentproblems on TikTok. The researcher chose this hashtag because it is related 
to international students’ issues and comprehensive enough to find data. TikTok videos from 
March 15 to April 15, 2020, were used to understand TikTok content, interface features and 
themes explored. The main components of social identity theory such as social categorization, 
social identification, and social categorization, and tenets of media system dependency theory 
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such as understanding, orientation and play were used as a guiding point to interpret the material 
found within the videos. Similarly, emergent themes like inexperience in a new culture, 
homesickness were tracked in a separate sheet. This pretest helped in figuring out codes and 
emergent themes in the actual study about ICE policy response.  
Data and codebook creation. The overall method of gathering data for this study 
depended on the number of TikTok videos that could be collected with the hashtags like 
#internationalstudentproblems #deportation #ICE etc. Several steps were employed to analyze 
and interpret the TikTok videos through Critical Techno-Cultural Discourse Analysis (CTDA). 
The first step of data collection was extracting all the TikTok videos in which international 
students have expressed concerns about the ICE announcement of July 6. The researcher selected 
the timeframe between July 6 and July 14, 2020 for the study. Since the new policy was 
announced on July 6 and got canceled on July 14, the videos within that crucial time were 
included. This provided an accurate understanding of international students’ crisis response when 
the public conversation and deportation anxiety among international students was at its peak. 
Hashtags such as #abolishice #studentban #internationalstudents #internationalstudent 
#immigration #ice #f1visa #greenscreen #college #travelban were used to find videos where 
international students expressed their response and reactions to the ICE policy of July 6. The 
researcher then scraped altogether 21 videos from TikTok, which ranged from 10 seconds to 1 
min. She copied the video links and screen recorded the videos for ease of access.  
Codes. Once the videos were scraped, the researcher hand-coded them in Excel. Then, 
she created several Excel spreadsheets to organize data and findings.  For initial interface 
analysis, the researcher created an Excel sheet to track quantitative information and prominent 
features of TikTok like author, captions, hashtags, likes, comments, shares and soundtrack. This 
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sheet helped determine the specific affordances of TikTok that were the most popular among the 
video creators. In CTDA, this analysis corresponds with technology. Then, the researcher 
selected some of the prominent technological features and analyzed them in detail to understand 
how they facilitated the communication of international students’ crisis responses.  
 
 
Secondly, for a greater understanding of the theories, the researcher created a second 
Excel sheet. She selected preliminary codes based on the basic tenets of media system 
dependency theory such as understanding, orientation, escape from reality. She also selected 
themes within social identity theory. Social categorization, social identification and social 
comparison became categories to see where TikTok data might fit into the theories’ underlying 
 
Figure 1: Screenshot of a portion of the codebook showing quantitative information of the videos. 
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themes. Lastly, the researcher analyzed each of the videos by placing them in the categories they 
belonged to and interpreted them separately.  
Finally, for the thematic analysis, the researcher transcribed all the videos into text for 
coding convenience. Then, she printed the video transcript on paper. The researcher read the 
transcript several times and hand-coded the transcript to find the emergent themes in the text. 
After extensive critical reading of the transcript, she found emergent themes like humor, call to 
action, fear of displacement and inserted them to the excel sheets as emergent codes. Based on 





Figure 2: Screenshot of preliminary codes based on Media System Dependency Theory. 
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The number of times the theme appears in each category is listed below in the table 
format.  
Table 3. Emergent themes and frequencies 
Emergent Themes Frequency(n=) 
Humor and Sarcasm 9 
Fear of displacement  5 
Contribution Reminders 3 
Call for action 3 
Anti-Trump Sentiment  2 
 
 
Figure 3: Screenshot of preliminary codes based on Social Identity Theory. 
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 In summary, interface analysis (analysis of technology and technology practice) and 
discourse analysis (analysis of cultural ideologies) of the Critical Techno-Cultural Discourse 
Analysis (CTDA) method guided the process of evaluating TikTok videos made by international 
students from July 6-14, 2020. The researcher extracted the data from TikTok with the help of 
hashtags and coded them based on the tenets of Media System Dependency theory and Social 
Identity theory. In the second phase, she coded the data based on emergent themes coming from 






Figure 4: Screenshot of a portion of codebook showing thematic analysis. 
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 This section of the study provides a detailed understanding of how international students 
impacted by the ICE announcement in the United States used TikTok from July 6-July 14, 2020.  
The data collected, coded, and analyzed through the three-evaluation lens of CTDA (technology, 
technology practice, and cultural ideology) provided substantial evidence to understand the 
interconnected nature of technology and culture in TikTok. It discusses TikTok’s design features 
and formatting qualities that enable international students to articulate their crisis responses in 
TikTok. These design features and their resulting user interactions and practices shed light on the 
impact of the interface environment on user behavior. People’s shared self-expression 
conversations on social media have been able to identify various issues and problems present in 
society. Likewise, the themes and cultural ideologies that emerge from international student 
posts on TikTok informed people of the diverse range of problems faced by international 
students. Overall, this section details the critical techno-cultural components of TikTok and the 
discourses present in the crisis response of international students. 
Interface Analysis 
The one-of-a-kind, algorithm-driven technological environment created by TikTok 
creates a unique space for people of diverse backgrounds, cultures, and ideologies to express 
their opinions and concerns on various issues. International students utilized TikTok features 
such as first-person camera view and green screen effects to perform their identities. They 
performed for the audiences in the TikTok app, hoping the viewers would see them, hear their 
concerns, and understand the urgency of the crisis they were dealing with. For instance, the 
camera view of TikTok takes up the whole screen in the user’s phones, leaving them no option 
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other than to watch the entire video, unlike other apps like Instagram and Facebook where the 
video is played in a box. This feature satisfied the need of international students to be seen. The 
capability to record one’s voice or choose different soundtracks and music met the need of 
international students to be heard by other international students and the public. Effects like the 
green screen effect that allows embedding photos and videos in the background satisfied the 
students’ need to be understood by providing more details and context in the video. In this way, 
the technological capabilities of TikTok made it easier for international students to present their 
performative identities during crisis situations. 
 In this section, the researcher discusses the technological affordances or artifacts of 
TikTok that allowed international students to articulate their fears and concerns in the wake of 
the ICE announcement of July 6, 2020, followed by the technological practices/user interactions 
brought by the interface features. The discussion of how the findings relate to the theories 
follows later. These components are described together and incorporated in one section to clarify 
how a technological feature leads to a specific technology practice in TikTok.  
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Hashtags. TikTok is an open social media platform that allows users to follow anyone 
they like and explore specific searchable topics in the form of hashtags. When a user adds any 
text after the # symbol without inserting space, it becomes a hashtag. So, for example, if 
#internationalstudent is a hashtag, then the users of TikTok can go to the search bar; when they 





Figure 5: Screenshot showing how hashtags work in TikTok. The first figure shows the 
screen that pops up when you type #internationalstudent in the search bar. The second 
figure shows the list of videos that have used the hashtag #internationalstudent. 
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A hashtag is especially beneficial for users who are looking for videos about a specific 
issue and topic. Like in Twitter and Instagram, hashtags allow users to form a community and 
share opinions on their interests. 
 
Archived interactions. Since hashtags serve as searchable archives in the TikTok 
platform, hashtags automatically generate an archive of similar videos that used the same 
hashtag.  If a user wants to find videos regarding a specific topic, as shown above in the 
example, he/she needs to insert the # symbol after the word. This leads to an increased 
understanding of the topic, eventually enhancing users’ knowledge regarding a topic.  According 
to Media System Dependency Theory, one of the main motivations behind people using media is 
social understanding. The archiving feature of hashtags made it easier for both creators and 
 
Figure 6: Screenshot of videos showing popular hashtags like #abolishice 
#internationalstudent #crisis that international students used to express concerns about 
the ICE announcement.  These hashtags increase the findability of the videos and make 
them distinct from other issues that are going around at that time. 
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audiences who identify as international students to better understand the issue from the 
perspective of other people in the community by using hashtags. Because of its utility, the use of 
hashtags also made it easier for the researcher to find videos related to international student’s 
ICE policy responses on TikTok. Students using specific hashtags like #abolishice 
#internationalstudentban in their videos also show their need to interact with other students going 
through a similar crisis. They wanted to increase the findability of the videos so that people who 
belong to the same community can further the conversation about abolishing the ICE policy of 
July 6. The more accessible the video, the more engagement and interaction.  These motivations 
showed by international students confirm the social understanding and interaction orientation 
tenet of Media System Dependency Theory. The fact that international students used hashtags 
like #internationalstudentban #abolishice itself shows that they are showing the process of social 
categorization by referring to the distinct situation that only international students were facing at 
that time. They were making references to group membership by using hashtags like 
#internationalstudent #foreignstudnet #internationalstudentUS etc. In this way, hashtags helped 
students to articulate their media dependencies and social identities on TikTok.  
 Green screen effect. TikTok recently added a creative tool called the green screen effect. 
This feature allows users to add customizable backgrounds to their videos. The background can 
be a still image or a video from the mobile’s camera roll. Green screen is mainly used in film 
production to add background image while the actor or speaker performs in the foreground. This 
unique platform capability of TikTok allows users to incorporate multimedia elements like 
photos and videos in the form of fun things like stickers, hearts, rainbow waves, cutouts, 
sunglasses, leaves, hand, thought bubble, tiles, shirt, sky, etc. which appear in the background. 
The incorporation of these multimedia elements in the video makes the video creative and 
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appealing to the viewers. It also gives an opportunity for creators to upload user-generated 
content or the creative freedom to upload the photo/video they want. One of the significant 
advantages of this effect is the ability to shoot where users want, when they want, without having 
to set up a studio. Thus, it eliminates extended production time and production cost and provides 
the creator with infinite possibilities.  
In figure 7, the left picture shows a recording screen of TikTok featuring customizable 
background along with the green screen options of a photo, video, sticker, sunglasses, cat scan, 
etc. The two icons on the right show Green screen photo icon and Green screen video icon.  
 
 
Figure 7: The screenshot of recording screen on Tik Tok with different green screen features.  
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 Out of hundreds of effects offered by TikTok, international students used green screen 
features to make their assertion and confessions visually appealing. Images of the ICE 
announcement, former President Trump’s tweets, people’s reactions to the announcement on 
Twitter, Instagram, and screenshots of news headlines reporting the announcement were 
background images using the green screen effect. When the speaker shared their thoughts in the 
foreground, having these images in the background immediately notified the viewer about the 
issues concerning international students.  Often depending on the source used, these background 
images provided more credibility to the information shared by these international students. The 
students used green screen to situate themselves into this international student user community. 
The visual representation of the announcement details on the background helped international 
 
Figure 8: Screenshot of two videos that have used the greenscreen effect on TikTok.  
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students solidify their social and cultural identity.  In figure 8, an international student has used 
the green screen effect of TikTok to attach a screenshot of President Trump’s tweet, which was 
initially written on August 18, 2015, to show the hypocrisy shown by the Trump administration. 
In the tweet, former President Trump advocates for international students and says that 
international students should not be thrown out of the country. However, five years later, his 
administration made it harder for international students to continue living in the United States 
during a pandemic.  
This example shows that these effects were also playful because they gave a bit of comic 
relief to a dire and scary situation for the students. It became the perfect way to point out the 
comic absurdity of the announcement and lighten the seriousness of the issue. The addition of the 
green screen effect made the video both interactive and playful, validating all three motivations 
of using media: understanding, orientation, and play, as predicted by Media System Dependency 
Theory. Visually, this effect also led to a better presentation of fears, concerns, issues that 
international students were facing from July 6-14, 2020. It allowed users to push beyond the 
limits of a spoken message and simultaneously emphasize the point through background texts 
and images. In this way, the green screen effect of TikTok led to appealing audio-visual 
interactions and identification processes in the platform, thus resulting in improved articulation 
of fears, concerns, and opinions of the ICE announcement.  
The first-person camera view.  The technological environment of TikTok promotes 
first-person camera view or the first-person perspective, making the viewers the main audience 
of the video. The video is formatted to give the impression that the speaker is directly talking to 
the viewer. This unique, one-of-a-kind platform capability of TikTok allows creators to engage 
with the viewers on a more personal level. Most TikTok videos generally have only 10-15 
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seconds to engage a viewer. The first-person camera view immediately grabs the viewer’s 
attention by pulling them into the content of the video. The screenshot below in Figure 9 shows 
an international student shooting video content utilizing the flipped version of the first-person 
camera view of TikTok.  The camera directly aligns with the creator’s forehead giving the 
impression to viewers that the content creator is directly talking to them.  
The above screenshot shows a still image taken from a video that exhibits the first-person 
camera view. The speaker (an international student) directly looked at the camera and the 
audience, demanding more attention and engagement. She was talking about the vulnerabilities 
and issues facing international students at the time of crisis. This post went viral on July 6, 2020, 
within a few hours of posting, gathering thousands of likes, shares and comments. Her video 
 
 
Figure 9: Screenshot of a video showing the first-
person camera view of TikTok.  
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takes up the whole screen on the mobile device. The first-person camera view of the TikTok 
home page increases perceived realism and immersion on the part of the audience, thereby 
increasing the opportunities for people’s engagement and interaction with their perceived social 
group. 
Immersive interactions. The first-person camera view feature of TikTok led to 
immersive interactions between the creator and the viewer.  In the majority of the videos, the 
international students (video creators) are directly looking into the camera, mainly showing their 
face and the upper half of the body close to the camera. It makes the viewer think that the 
speaker is directly talking to them or addressing them. They wore casual clothes and looked like 
they made these videos without much preparation or practice. Unlike other performance oriented 
TikTok videos, these videos were raw, unfiltered, and directly addressed to the audience. The 
default in-built first-person camera view feature of TikTok allowed international students to 
express their immediate response to an urgent crisis. This view validates Ball-Rokeach and 
DeFleur’s (1976) claim that media dependency intensifies when there is a high degree of change 
and conflict in a society. The fact that international students immediately used the TikTok 
platform within the first few days of the ICE announcement to express their opinions and 
concerns without much preparation speaks volumes about how accessible and popular the 
TikTok app is with young people, especially in the United States. When people were isolated at 
home during the global pandemic, glued to their devices, TikTok became their preferable social 
media for self-expression (Vecchio, 2020). The unique social networking and video production 
features of TikTok became an immediate go-to platform for international students to express 
their crisis response, thus validating the assertion of Media System Dependency Theory that 
media needs escalate at the time of crisis. Applying this concept to social media validates TikTok 
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dependency among international students from July 6-14, 2020. Previous research has also 
shown that first-person camera view may be more immersive and engaging (Bateman et al., 
2011). Mobile apps like TikTok help generate unique psychological experiences of Immersion, 
Social Presence, Perceived Realism and Entertainment (Wang, 2020). Unlike other social media 
platforms, TikTok’s content takes up the whole screen of the homepage. Unlike YouTube and 
Instagram, users are not watching the video inside a small frame or box. In TikTok, the video 
takes up the whole screen of the phone without leaving any choice for the viewer but to watch 
the entirety of the video. The first-person camera view allows TikTok users to immerse 
themselves in the video without any distractions, leading to immersive interactions. Immersive 
interactions do not singularly demonstrate tenets of social identity theory like categorization, 
identification, or comparison, but they aid in making these processes more effective. Immersive 
interactions increase international students’ social presence, which eventually makes 
verbalization of social identity more engaging in the TikTok platform. In this way, the use of 
first-person camera view for urgent expression of concerns in crisis by international students 
shows media dependency. Similarly, immersive interactions display the role of first-person 
camera view in facilitating the articulation of social identity by international students.   
 Shares. There are icons for likes, comments, and shares on the main home screen or the 
“For you” page of TikTok. There are multiple ways to share TikTok videos within the app and 
through other social media platforms. Users can save the video to their devices, copy links, and 
distribute the video to other social media platforms like Snapchat, Instagram, Messenger, 
Facebook, Twitter, Viber. Users can also share their profile, sounds and hashtags to their 




When a viewer shares a TikTok video through any of the above ways, TikTok rewards 
the creator’s profile with more engagement.  This increased social connectivity and findability 
makes it easier for users to share videos to the platform they want, eventually increasing the 
video’s viewership to a large audience. When these videos reach millions of people, people who 
identify with the issue and with the content creator can quickly become a part of that 
conversation by engaging in the video through likes, comments, and shares. Moreover, the 
TikTok algorithm works in such a way that once a user engages with the video that they like, 
they will see similar videos in their “For you” page feed.  TikTok’s interface features allow the 
formation of an online community much faster than any other social media platform. TikTok has 
the highest engagement rate per post compared to Instagram and Twitter (Influencer Marketing 
Hub, 2021).  
For example, in Figure 9, it can be seen that the number of shares (13.5k) outweigh the 
number of comments (10.5k). The researcher observed similar trends in the majority of the 




Figure 10: Screenshot showing the share options of TikTok 
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week and got featured in CNN’s news coverage about the issue (Iyerr, 2020). When a creator 
posts a video on TikTok, they can choose whether the viewers can share or download the video 
on their videos. The fact that international students who made the video enabled the sharing 
option while posting the video shows that they want the viewers to share the message with other 
people. They wanted their understanding and interpretation of the deportation issue to reach 
millions of people so that the policy of July 6 would be eliminated. This sharing trend also 
showed that viewers who watched the video felt the message was more worthy of sharing with 
other people than just appreciation in the form of a like.  It can also be interpreted that TikTok 
users who came across these videos probably made a conscious decision to share it in some form 
(realizing the urgency of the crisis) rather than expressing their opinions or likes/dislikes on the 
issue. They wanted to spread awareness of the issue to a large number of people. This 
commitment to engagement through sharing represents the immediate need of international 
students to use TikTok for social understanding at the time of crisis, reflecting the phenomenon 
of dependency.  
Engaged Interactions. The algorithm of TikTok favors the videos that have the most 
engagement in the form of likes, comments and shares. Shares are more valuable in pushing the 
content to more people than likes and comments. This extensive engagement on the international 
student’s videos due to sharing shows the motivation of creators to promote understanding of the 
issue, which shows the level of media dependency that international students showed towards 
TikTok to express their crisis response to the ICE announcement. Therefore, the extensive 
engagement shows media dependency and social consensus created by the sharing capability of 




Discourse (Cultural Ideologies) Analysis 
The researcher identified four main themes and cultural ideologies after conducting 
critical techno- cultural discourse analysis of the TikTok videos. They were: Humor and 
Sarcasm, Fear of Displacement, Contribution Reminders and Call to Action. These ideologies 
provided evidence to verify media goals of understanding, orientation, and play and their 
nuanced versions of self vs. social, as outlined by Media System Dependency theory. In addition, 
the four themes also reflected various phenomena like references to group membership and 
distinct entities of the group, shared emotional involvement, relational comparison, which are 
indicators of social categorization, identification, and social comparison, as outlined by Social 
Identity Theory.  
 Humor and Sarcasm. International students used several forms of Humor and sarcasm 
in their videos to express their opinions about the ICE announcement. International students used 
humor to express uncertainty and fear of deportation while utilizing various cool effects of 
TikTok. International students were found making jokes about the situation (often in disbelief), 
combining hurtful responses with funny soundtracks, pointing the hypocrisy of the Trump 
administration, creating humorous solutions, and using popular voiceovers of celebrities to 
communicate their mental state in response to the ICE announcement. The content matter in the 
videos was serious but what made it funny were the soundtracks, background music and 
voiceovers that matched international students’ emotional response to the pertaining deportation 
crisis. For instance, a couple of users used the soundtrack of many kids singing “Go, Go, Go, Go.  





In the video, one of the creators showed the details of the ICE announcement image in 
the background and other creators showed how Boston area universities like MIT, Harvard, 
Tufts, Northeastern and Boston University have stood up for international students by filing a 
lawsuit against the policy. The background images are mostly news stories of various online 
newspapers but what makes these videos humorous is the “Go..Go….Go” music implying that 
the Trump administration is trying to deport international students to their home countries by 
saying “Go”! 
In another video, the text in the video reads, “How to stay in the US and override and 
cancel the new rule that ICE forced” in bold letters. The girl then starts dancing to the music, and 
the text says, “if you want to put ring in my finger………. marry me,” and the following text 
reads, “let’s both get dual citizenship, so you get mine and I get yours”. The international student 
is offering a clever solution to the crisis by asking Americans to marry her so that the ICE will 
not deport her (Shenanigans, 2020). 
 
 
Figure 11: Screenshot of a video showing humorous reaction to the ICE announcement. 
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In another video, the text says, “Friends checking in on me after ICE rule on student 
visas.” At first glance, looking at the facial expressions and the title, the viewer anticipates the 
video to be serious and emotional. However, then suddenly, the viewer hears Kourtney 
Kardashian’s voice in the background, to which the international student lip-syncs and says, “I 
mean I feel fine, I just cry myself to sleep every night…ya that’s totally normal” (Anna, 2020).  
For reference, Kourtney Kardashian is a popular American media personality and a model. 
Therefore, the student puts up a lighthearted comical performance by mocking the potential crisis 
that she is facing. In all the above examples, humor is not necessarily present in the texts. 
However, it shows in the overall presentation created by the unique affordances of TikTok, 
which allows users to add soundtracks in the video. These different humorous techniques on 
TikTok have helped the international students lighten the tension caused by the contemporary 
situation through comic relief in the form of humor and sarcasm. 
Many studies have supported the view that humor and laughter help relieve tension and 
anxiety (Kuiper and Martin, 1998; Lefcourt et al. 1995; Moran 1996; Yovetich et al. 1990). 
People who have a high sense of humor have reported less stress and anxiety (Abel, 2002). 
Humor makes a stressful situation less threatening (Martin et al., 1993). Therefore, humor is an 
effective coping strategy because it gives a sense of control over uncontrollable events (Yovetich 
et al. 1990). Humor played an important role in transmitting positive emotions and distancing 
emotions during the COVID-19 Outbreak (Amici, 2020). People used humor scripts on various 
social media platforms to diffuse tension, lighten the mood and accept the global pandemic’s 
new normal (Torres et al., 2020). The use of humor and sarcasm in the TikTok videos shows that 
international students used humor as a coping strategy during July 6-14, 2020. The purpose of 
making these videos appear to be comic relief for both the creator and the viewers. International 
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students made the videos entertaining by lip-syncing, adding captions, and adding funny 
soundtracks. This discussion also substantiates the claim of Media System dependency theory 
that one of the motivations of using media is social play (using media with others) for 
entertainment (Ball-Rokeach, Rokeach & Grube, 1984; Grant & Ball Rokeach, 1989).  
Humorous video with satirical scripts has also assisted international students in 
displaying and connecting with their social identity. Although the tone of the message they are 
conveying is humorous, the text, captions, and the underlying information in the video make 
references to group membership. In other words, these videos explain what the students have to 
go through just because they identify as an international student during that crisis time.  
In the above figure 12, the screenshots show a humorous video where a creator with the 
music “ Go. Go..Go” playing in the background  is imagining how her life will turn out if the 
ICE policy goes into effect. She has to transfer to a new school with in-person classes.  In the 
following shots, she writes in her video caption that she would have to arrive at a random 
university as a senior. She would not make friends due to social distancing issues. That is how 
 
Figure 12: Screenshot showing progression of a humorous video made by an international 
student which makes references to group membership. 
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she would live her American dream (Chambz, 2020). With the help of music, relevant 
background images, satirical captions, and comical dance to go with it, the international student 
showed what it means to be an international student at that point in time in the United States. In 
this way, by highlighting group references and showing distinct entities of international student’s 
condition, students were taking part in the social identification process of social identity theory.  
Fear of displacement. By nature, human beings are apprehensive of adverse changes in 
their lives. Any crisis, including natural, health-related, physical, mental like the COVID-19 
pandemic, disrupts life’s habitual pace (Haleem & Javaid, 2020).  In crises, people become 
worried and anxious when they must leave their homes and move to a different place (Shukri, 
2017). In the context of the ICE announcement of July 6, the stress of leaving everything in 
America in a short period of time and moving back to the home country, in other words, the 
researcher observed fear of displacement among international students who expressed their 
concerns on TikTok through the examined videos.  
Having lived in the United States for many years, international students emphasized that 
they have already built their lives, careers, and romantic and social relationships.  They have 
already invested in their tuition, apartment leases, cars and other necessary things. Implementing 
this policy would mean leaving all these commitments and investments behind and returning to 
the home country. For example, one user said, “I pay for next semester $4000…I don’t know 
what’s the point of paying so much fucking money if I’m not gonna be able to be here. I have 
made a life here. I have a boyfriend here I have three dogs and two cats..how do you expect me 
to wait until you want to..to tell me if I can go back or not?” (Bernal, 2020). Another 
international student said,  “It’s so stupid like flights are also like limited as well or you can’t 
jump on a plane and leave..we have lives here..we have to take care of cars..we have like leases 
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and everything” (Louis, 2020) All these statements point out the absurdity and unrealistic nature 
of the ICE policy that it is not logistically and practically possible for international students to 
leave everything behind and move back to where they came from in the midst of a global 
pandemic.  
A student pointed out that continuing education in the home country is not an option for 
many international students because of the unstable political environment, lack of access to 
educational resources, discrimination due to gender, limited access to basic needs, and unsafe 
health conditions due to COVID-19 (Als, 2020). Students also expressed that being an 
international student in America comes with many challenges like paying higher tuition than 
other students, lack of family support, and inability to travel during emergencies like the 
coronavirus pandemic. One student said, “The only thing that was constant in my life was my 
education, and now you’re just taking that away from me” (Iyer, 2020). This policy seems to 
have disrupted the stability. In this way, students expressed their fear of displacement by 
discussing the consequences and challenges of potential deportation that the ICE policy could 
bring about. 
The uncertainty that they may have to undertake a forced journey in a very short amount 
of time, leaving everything behind in the United States, has caused fear of displacement among 
the international students who created the videos. These students went online and used TikTok to 
understand the uncertainties associated with forced displacement to reduce it. They were trying 
to seek out information to orient themselves to thinking about being in an unexpected situation. 
In this case, TikTok is a site for information gathering and sharing. It serves as a platform to 
relieve some of the tension and fear that the international students had about potential 
deportation. It became a go-to platform for students to understand the issue from different 
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perspectives and interact with the people who are going through the same situation with the 
hopes of reducing the anxieties and fear brought by the ICE announcement of July 6, 2020. This 
conversation substantiates the foundation of Media System dependency theory which states that 
media use escalates during crisis and conflict in society. The crisis news creates discomfort and 
ambiguity. In order to reduce ambiguity, individuals seek information from media, thus resulting 
in media dependency (Ball-Rokeach, 1985; Ball-Rokeach & DeFleur, 1976). 
 Likewise, these statements of fear and uncertainty are unique to the international student 
population. No other population was going through this fear of potential deportation in the midst 
of the coronavirus pandemic.  By talking about these experiences’ students are making 
references to group membership and involved in social categorization.  By describing shared 
emotions of fear, anxiety, nervousness, international students showed examples of shared 
emotional involvement (being emotionally part of an activity, groups or circumstances). For 
instance, one international student said, “it is unbelievable I feel so vulnerable right now... I’ve 
been in this country for six years I’ve never felt so vulnerable” (Ayer, 2020). Expressions of 
emotional involvement in shared emotions like these are indicators of social identification, as 
predicted by social identity theory.  In this way, fear of displacement as expressed by 
international students, led to increased TikTok dependency during July 6-14. It became a 
common emotional aspect that international students around the United States could identify 
with after the ICE policy went into effect.  
Contribution Reminders. The TikTok videos under this theme highlighted the 
contribution of international students in the United States. The students made the videos to 
remind the users how international students contribute to the economy, workforce and academic 
environment of universities and colleges. Many students pointed out that international students 
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typically pay exceptionally higher tuition, which is benefitting the US economy. Pointing to the 
exact figures, one student said, “In 2018, we actually contributed 45 billion dollars to the US 
economy meanwhile, we’re not even allowed to work more than 20 hours on-campus job” (Als, 
2020). Another student shared her opinion that it is necessary to have people from different 
social, cultural and economic backgrounds in the academic community (Xplorer, 2020). By 
highlighting the contributions of international students, these users are trying to convince the 
users that international students are boosting the economy and providing a valuable cultural 
experience for academic communities in US universities. Furthermore, they are trying to imply 
that deporting international students during a pandemic is unfair and ignorant decision of the 
Trump administration.  
The above statements suggest that international students may have had some fear of 
erasure or fear of not being acknowledged for their presence and contribution to the United 
States. Moreover, like in the case of fear of displacement, students depended on the TikTok 
platform to reduce their fear. Students have highlighted the details of why international students 
are important, how they contribute to the US economy and the university’s academic 
environment, and why this policy might be unfair for them. This elaborated narrative presented 
in short video format of TikTok shows that international students wanted to make others and 
themselves discern the seriousness and urgency of the crisis at hand. They wanted the viewers to 
have elaborate awareness of the international students’ contributions to prove the point that the 
policy made by the Trump administration was unjust. This information also testifies Media 
System Dependency Theory’s claim that people have the need to understand themselves and the 
social world through media (Ball-Rokeach & DeFleur, 1976; Ball-Rokeach & DeFleur, 1979).  
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 In the videos, by highlighting the contributions made by international students, creators 
are trying to show the international student community in a positive light. There is an intention to 
portray the good image of international students by drawing attention to their positive reputation 
and contributions to American society. The researcher interpreted these expressions as, striving 
to maintain and achieve positive social identity, which is one of the components of social 
identification process. While discussing the contributions of international students, creators have 
also compared their tuition, job and other privileges with American students. For instance, a 
student said international students pay higher tuition on average than domestic students (Als, 
2020). In this way, international students made relational and comparative definitions of 
themselves by engaging in in-group/out-group comparison. They were evaluating their out-group 
group with reference to the in-group in terms of attributes and characteristics. International 
students were trying to show how their group is similar or different or, in another sense, how 
their situation is better or worse than members of other groups. Relational and comparative 
definitions and in-group/out-group comparisons are indicators of social identification and social 
comparison aspects of social identity theory.  
Call to action. Videos under this theme were mostly made call-to-action statements that 
encouraged concerned authorities, universities, and other students to take action against the ICE 
policy of July 6. Students asked other TikTok users to sign petitions to allow international 
students to remain in the country. In addition, they asked other people to take concrete actions to 
avoid the unexpected deportation of international students in various colleges and universities.  
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One concrete action was encouraging viewers to call their representatives and senators. 
For instance, one student said, “if you’re an American, please call your representatives. This will 
have the most direct impact” (Xiaoo, 2020). International students requested American students 
to talk about this issue, check with their international friends and share the concern with college 
authorities if needed. Some videos were directly addressed to the university and the President of 
the United States, asking them to cancel the deportation. 
 The screenshots above show the progression of how an international student creatively 
produced her TikTok video highlighting the four ways to help international students. She used 
the text feature and the green screen photo effect of TikTok to make the video visually 
appealing, interactive and informative. She requested the viewers to call the representatives and 
sign petitions while showing evidence of information and news stories regarding the ICE policy 
in the background of the text.  
 




Considering that this policy remained in effect only for a week, international students 
chose to utilize TikTok to make that emergency call to action videos hoping it would reach a 
large number of American students. It also suggests that marginalized groups like the 
international student community, depended on TikTok at the time of crisis to share information. 
International students made call to action videos intending to share information about the crisis 
quickly so that the viewers watching it would take immediate action like signing petitions and 
contacting their representatives to abolish the policy as soon as possible. The fact that these 
international students chose TikTok over other social media platforms like Twitter, Facebook 
and Instagram to get the message out to the public immediately speak volumes about the 
reachability, accessibility and engagement capabilities of TikTok. These students showed that 
TikTok was one of the fastest mediums to reach other people in their community in the midst of 
a global pandemic. On top of that, creators underlining the step-by-step instructions for taking 
actions against the policy and requesting the viewers to engage with the information verifies the 
need for understanding and interaction orientation, as asserted by Media System Dependency 
Theory. Therefore, the use of TikTok during emergencies, and the information sharing, and 
interaction components of the video highly validates the phenomenon of TikTok dependency 
among international students from July 6-July 14, 2020.  
In addition to giving information about how the viewers can help denounce the policy, 
the students also acknowledged the shared emotions they were going through by being a member 
of the international student community. They were making appeals to Americans to take steps 
against this policy to create more impact. In other words, these students acknowledged the 
political and emotional status of their community.  They were differentiating the capabilities of 
the in-group vs. the out-group by making distinct references to group membership and the 
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specific political and emotional entities that made their group exclusive at that time. All of these 
processes are indicators of social identification and social comparison. This shows how 
international students’ dependency on TikTok facilitated the creation and strengthening of their 


























This research shows how marginalized populations use emerging social media platforms 
at the time of crisis through the lens of Media System Dependency Theory and Social Identity 
Theory. The goal was to understand how international students (an understudied group in the 
United States) employed TikTok to articulate their fears, concerns and crisis responses in the 
wake of the ICE announcement of July 6. The research questions answered in this study include: 
How does the TikTok platform allow international students to articulate fears and concerns at the 
time of crisis? How do international students articulate their social identities and problems on 
TikTok? The method used for this study was Critical Techno cultural Discourse Analysis 
(CTDA). This multimodal technique analyzed the technology, technology practices and cultural 
ideologies that emerged from TikTok data. The study found that affordances of TikTok, such as 
hashtags, green screen effect, first-person camera view, and sharing capabilities, allowed 
international students to articulate their fears and concerns at the time of crisis. On the other 
hand, international students articulated their fears and concerns regarding the ICE announcement 
of July 6 by discussing themes of humor and sarcasm, fear of displacement, contribution 
reminders and call for action in their TikTok videos created between July 6 and July 14, 2020. 
Despite the widespread popularity and extensive use of TikTok among youth for social and 
political discourse, there are very few studies on TikTok. Addressing the gap in TikTok 
literature, this study elucidated the connection between marginalized groups and their social 
media use at the time of crisis. 
This study has several implications in and beyond academia. First, it shows a meaningful 
way to learn how international students use digital platforms to articulate their fears and concerns 
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(in the midst of a pandemic) while studying in the United States. Second, this study could help a 
larger academic audience understand the struggles and issues international students face while 
studying in the US and how international students process and react to restricting public policies 
laid out by ICE. Third, this study can also help academic administrators and authorities who 
work with international students to find ways to assuage their fears and support international 
students in their respective institutions. Finally, this study offered an interpretation of how 
emerging social media like TikTok’s technological functions influence minority populations’ 
perceptions and conversations about potentially threatening public policy. 
Limitations. Since this study is novel in terms of its approach and the platforms selected, 
it is important to consider its limitations. While social media is a great resource to extract 
publicly accessible information about people, it comes with its own set of drawbacks. For 
instance, the data pool in TikTok decreased due to anonymous usernames, profile names and 
unrelated content for the selected hashtag. CTDA is a suitable method to understand the form 
and functions of social media. However, researchers need to be aware of one possible drawback 
of using CTDA. CTDA’s flexibility and complete reliance on the writer’s interpretation can be a 
blessing as well as a curse. According to Brock (2016), CTDA can get complicated and wordy 
because it demands an in-depth description of the interface and an extensive understanding of 
discourse context for effectiveness. Unlike other methods which seek to understand questions 
related to one issue or theme, this study sought to understand broader themes and features within 
the platform.  
Future Research. TikTok is an emerging social media that is growing in popularity. 
There are very few research papers that have examined TikTok in academia, let alone examined 
the media dependency of minority populations like international students. This study can guide 
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researchers to study TikTok to better understand several other minority/immigrant populations in 
the United States and how they use social media for self-expression and articulation of their 
social identity. This study and CTDA approach can be conducted on other social media 
platforms like Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, Reddit and Tumblr to analyze the unique functions 
of different platforms. This study dealt with a time-specific problem of international students 
related to a specific public policy. Researchers can use this framework and method to study other 
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